Awareness in people with severe dementia: review and integration.
Although awareness has been extensively researched in relation to people with dementia, studies have focussed mainly on people who have dementia of mild to moderate severity. Consequently, relatively little is known about awareness in people with severe dementia, and there is no clear conceptual framework to indicate how this should be understood or investigated. This review presents a conceptual framework for considering awareness in people with moderate to severe dementia which distinguishes fundamental awareness of sensory and perceptual stimuli and three levels of awareness involving more complex cognitive operations, termed 'on-line monitoring', 'evaluative judgement' and 'meta-representation', and provides an integration of the available evidence regarding each level. Findings indicate that sensory and perceptual awareness can be detected even in people with very severe or end-stage dementia, while some aspects of complex awareness may be retained into the severe stages. The environmental context and the nature of caregiving interactions influence the extent to which awareness is expressed. There may be scope for enhancing the expression of some aspects of awareness in people with moderate to severe dementia, but this should only be undertaken where it is likely to improve quality of life. Understanding more about awareness is an important element in the provision of high-quality care for people with moderate to severe dementia.